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Abstract: The black community in the United States has evolved out of a unique set of 
circumstances which have led to few black neighborhoods being able to prosper. 
Considering the negative influences on the black community such as wide-spread 
discrimination, mass incarceration, concentrations of poverty, and poor housing quality 
this community requires unique considerations to prosper. Given that only 10% of urban 
and regional planners are black, this research is meant to be a guide for urban and 
regional planners at large to plan in such a way that allows black communities to thrive. 
The results of this research indicate that prosperous black communities have better access 
to quality housing and employment opportunities than struggling black communities. 
Struggling and prosperous black communities are similar in regard to transportation and 
geographic mobility but prosperous black communities are significantly ahead in terms of 
home ownership. However, contrary to previous literature, this research found no 
indication that homeowners are more geographically stable than renters. Urban and 
regional planners can better serve the black community by improving avenues to wealth 
attainment, advancing home ownership, supporting investment and economic 
development in predominantly African American neighborhoods, utilizing inclusionary 
zoning, zoning against the inequitable distribution of hazard sites, and revitalizing 




There are 46.3 million people in the United States who are either black alone or 
black in combination with one or more other races. The census projects that this number 
will grow to 74.5 million people by July 1, 2060, which is 17.9% of the total U.S. 
population (Porter, 2017). With the growing number of black people in the United States, 
it is important that special attention is given ensure livable and prosperous communities 
for this group.  
Early residential disparities between blacks and whites established the patterns 
that persist into the present and are the framework for understanding both intra- and 
interracial contemporary neighborhood stratification (Pattillo, 2005). Unfortunately, black 
people have historically been at a disadvantage in the United States. Predominantly black 
schools tend to have less funding and lower quality dating back to the days of segregated 
school systems. Additionally, predominantly black communities tend to have higher 
poverty, higher unemployment, poorer housing quality, lower educational attainment, and 
poorer health outcomes than other communities. In 2007 the infant mortality rate for 
black mothers was 13% but was a mere 6% for white mothers (Wilson, 2011). In 
Baltimore, the neighborhood with the lowest life expectancy has a 96% black population 
while the neighborhood with the highest life expectancy has only a 20% black population 
(McCormick, 2017). Low-income and minority communities are also at higher risk of 
having environmentally hazardous facilities placed within their bounds or in close 
proximity- also known as environmental injustice or environmental racism.  
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There may be only a very fine line between prosperity and “the struggle” (a 
colloquial term used in the black community to describe the everyday difficulties of life, 
especially for those who have grown up in a low socioeconomic status) from the 
perspective of black Americans. An absence of resources due to race may mean having a 
harder time achieving prosperity or not being able to prosper at all (Blankenship, 1998). 
According to Dr. Mary Pattillo, “middle-class blacks in the United States have more 
favorable residential outcomes than poorer blacks but still live in poorer neighborhoods 
than the majority of whites on all measures” (Pattillo, 2005 p.305). The average 
residential environment for African Americans in 2000 was only slightly majority black 
and slightly nonpoor (Pattillo, 2005). Planners have an ethical obligation to plan in a way 
allows black communities to succeed. This was recognized by the American Planning 
Association (APA) when it created the Planning and the Black Community Division 30 
years ago as a forum for strategic alliances regarding economics, politics, and education 
in the black community. I believe that taking action to help develop and maintain 
prosperous black communities will increase social welfare for black people in the United 
States and should be an important consideration of the planning process.  
Background 
The problem that this research will address is that there are not enough prosperous 
black communities in the United States. One of the most significant and powerful stories 
in the history of twentieth-century U.S. cities has been the expansion and evolvement of 
the African American population shaped by prejudice (Thomas and Ritzdorf, 1999). Even 
after the end of legal racial prejudices such as Jim Crow, oppression and inequality 
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continued to manifest themselves in poverty, social degradation, and physical 
deterioration in black communities. Some planning projects like urban renewal, 
exclusionary zoning, and separatist public housing programs advanced racial inequalities 
and “bulldozed” black communities (Thomas and Ritzdorf, 1999). Black people have 
engaged in a number of efforts to improve our communities including founding higher 
education institutions, creating the Urban League, and acquiring leadership positions in 
government, but still today most black communities have not been able to attain 
prosperity at the rate of predominantly white communities. As of 2015, only about 20% 
of black people age 25 or over held a bachelor’s degree or higher (Porter, 2017). This 
number is disappointing considering that nationally in 2015 an estimated 30% of people 
age 25 or over hold a bachelor’s degree according to the United States Census (Porter, 
2017). Work needs to be done in the black community to make up the difference in black 
and white higher education enrollment. 
Disparities in income and employment also exist. In 2015, the annual median 
income of black households was a mere $36,544 compared to the national median income 
of $55,775. Additionally, the percentage of the black population below the poverty level 
in 2015 was 25.4% compared to the national level of 14.7% (Porter, 2017). Even when 
education is taken into account black people are still underpaid compared to whites. In 
2014, households headed by a college-educated black person earned a median income of 
$82,300 while households headed by a college-educated white person earned a median 
income of $106,600 (Pew Research Center, 2016). This means that college-educated 
blacks are earning a mere 75% of the income of college-educated whites. Black net worth 
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is also less than 10% of white median net worth, black neighborhoods offer fewer 
conventional services (such as banks) than white neighborhoods, and black people are 
less likely to own homes than white people (Darity, 2005). In 2014, 72% of white 
households owned a home while only 43% of black households owned a home (Pew 
Research Center, 2016). 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research is to identify prosperous black communities in the 
United States, should they exist, and compare them to struggling black communities. The 
comparison will be used to identify missing elements in struggling black communities 
that are present in prosperous black communities. Urban planners may be able to use 
these elements as a baseline consideration of what to plan for in black communities. 
Research Questions 
1. What is a prosperous community? 
2. What are some of the most prosperous black communities in the United States? 
3. What are the characteristics of prosperous black communities and do those 
characteristics differ from those in less successful black communities? 
4. What problems commonly occur in communities with high concentrations of 
black people and do they differ between prosperous and struggling communities? 
5. What impacts have urban planning policies had on black communities? 
6. What role can urban and regional planners play in making less successful black 




Black community – For the purposes of this research black communities are defined as 
neighborhoods that are predominantly black or African American alone. 
Neighborhood- One or two adjacent census tracks. One census tract will only be selected 
in situations in which the adjacent census tracts do not meet the criteria of a prosperous or 
struggling community as defined in this research. Please note that the neighborhood 
boundaries proposed in this research are purely geographic in nature and are defined 
based on the availability of the data. There may be differences in the neighborhood 
boundaries that would be proposed by actual community residents. 
 
Defining Prosperity 
Research supports the notion that neighborhood success factors are more 
important to low-income community residents than to successful higher-income residents 
(Tatian et. al., 2012). Policymakers should focus their efforts on communities with 
poverty rates greater than 20%. Traditionally, neighborhoods have been targeted for 
revitalization projects if their poverty rates exceed 40% but that rate is too conservative to 
make substantial progress toward successful communities. Only 14% of poor people live 
in census tracts with poverty rates of 40% or more while 36% live in census tracts with 
poverty rates of 20-40%. Change also has the greatest impact in areas with poverty rates 
in the 20-40% range (Tatian et. al., 2012). In addition to considering the financial 
standing of a community’s residents, further reading revealed the need to consider the 
relationship between educational opportunities and community prosperity. In fact, there 
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may be linkages between financial standing and educational opportunity. According to 
researchers at the Urban Institute, public schools in poor neighborhoods have lower 
performance due to a variety of factors including but not limited to: high rates of student 
poverty, aging facilities, and limited fiscal capacity (Austin Turner and Berube, 2009).  
Austin Turner and Berube suggest that the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development coordinate school improvements with affordable housing developments. 
Methods to consider include expanding affordable housing developments in affluent 
neighborhoods with quality schools and simultaneously investing in housing and school 
improvements in low-income neighborhoods (Austin Turner and Berube, 2009). 
Education is an important consideration of community prosperity beyond the K-12 
population as well. Educational opportunities ought to be considered for youth and adults 
alike. To achieve economic prosperity in communities, there needs to be a focus on 
building skills that offer real returns for individuals, employers, and society (Leitch, 
2006). Skill-building should also revolve around meeting the needs of the community, 
adapting to future market needs, and improving performance in the current industries 
(Leitch, 2006). The United States Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) also recognizes the importance of education to prosperous communities and has 
identified education and employment as pathways to safe neighborhoods. Strong 
communities that offer quality schools and employment opportunities can help improve 
public safety (HUD, 2016-a). One impediment to public safety and community prosperity 
is violent crime because “violence can push communities into vicious circles of decay” 
(HUD pg. 16, 2016-b). Violence may a barrier to prosperity in black communities 
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because accordioning to HUD, low-income people, as well as racial and ethnic 
minorities, are disproportionately affected by violent crime. The Federal Bureau of 
Investigation estimated that 6,095 black people were murder victims in 2014 (HUD, 
2016-b).  
When examining rural communities, Isserman (2007) measured prosperity by 
unemployment rates, school dropout rates, poverty, and housing conditions. They found 
that rural communities with a population in which most individuals had some college 
education were more likely to prosper and that 25 to 44-year-old residents with college 
degrees are positively linked to prosperity. Other findings in rural communities were that 
prosperous counties depend less on neighboring counties for jobs or workers, have less 
income inequality, and have more social capital (Isserman et. al., 2007). A component of 
prosperity could thus be having enough labor and employment opportunities within the 
community. Rural prosperity does have some significance on researching prosperity for 
black communities. In 1999, approximately five million black people lived in non-
metropolitan areas (Probst et. al., 2002). African Americans also made up 8.7% of the 
rural and small-town population of the United States in 2010, which represented a 2.9% 
increase from 2000 to 2010 (Housing Assistance Council, 2012). Additionally, 
prosperous rural counties average only a 1.1% black population while rural counties that 
“meet no prosperity criterion” have an average 24% black population (Isserman et. al. pg. 
25, 2007). Thus the remainder of black populations living in rural areas may be residing 
in struggling communities. Additional findings of the Isserman (2007) study were that of 
the 260 non-core rural counties with a black population of 10% or more, only six were 
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considered prosperous (Isserman et. al., 2007). Acknowledging the elements of prosperity 
is important but black communities must also understand how to transition from 
struggling to prosperous. 
Based on the literature, for the purposes of this research, a prosperous community 
shall be identified based on three components: income, educational attainment, and 
poverty status. Prosperous communities will be those that in which the majority of the 
black population: 
a) Attended school beyond a high school diploma (if age 25 or older) 
b) Have a median household income that is ~75% of the median household income 
of the overall county. 
c) Have a population in which less than 20% of the households are in poverty 
Struggling communities will be those in which the majority of the black population: 
a) Have less than or equal to a high school diploma (if age 25 or older) 
b) Have a median household income that is less than 75% of the median household 
income of the overall county. 
c) Have a population in which 20% or more of the households are in poverty 
How to Form Prosperous Communities 
The Heart and Soul Field Guide is a tool developed by the Orton Family 
Foundation to help small cities and towns prosper and prepare for community change. 
Instead of focusing on which elements are typically present in prosperous communities, 
the field guide identifies the necessary capacities to transforming communities from 
struggling to prosperous. The field guide identifies the importance of economic factors 
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from the perspective of a community’s ability to respond to outside economic forces (for 
example the closing or relocation of a manufacturing plant). Additionally, for struggling 
communities to prosper they must: 
1. Involve everyone 
a. Seek the input and active participation of everyone input of everyone in 
the community. Recognize that local input is extremely valuable. 
2. Focus on what matters 
a. Identify and strengthen the community characteristics that are important to 
the people who live there. 
3. Play the long game 
a. Understand that it will take time for the community to become prosperous. 
Follow through on plans and plan for the long-term (Orton Family 
Foundation, 2014). 
The Heart and Soul Field Guide also pinpoints three building blocks of 
developing prosperous communities which are: 
1. Leadership 
a. Leaders ought to encourage community participation while being 
trustworthy, accessible, and responsive. 
2. Relationships 
a. It is important for different types of organizations to come together and for 
individuals to have strong relationships. 
3. Civic Participation 
10 
 
a. Include people from diverse economic, political, and cultural perspectives. 
(Orton Family Foundation, 2014) 
The Heart and Soul process for developing prosperous communities is 
summarized in Figure 1. 











Photo Credit: Heart of Williamsport http://heartofwilliamsport.org/heart-soul-method/ 
While the Heart and Soul Field Guide seems to focus on what residents can do to 
transition their community into prosperity, the Urban Institute of the What Works 
Collaborative proposes more foundational methods of helping communities to succeed. 
The areas of focus suggested by researchers at the Urban Institute are basic policy, 
programmatic strategies, and building institutional infrastructure (i.e. community 
partners, programs, and information sharing) (Tatian et. al., 2012).  Focus areas for 
prosperity area also identified by the Prosperity Playbook Initiative, launched by HUD 
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Secretary Julian Castro in 2016. The initiative determined the following items are 
important to focus on when developing prosperous communities: taking a regional 
planning perspective to advance common goals; incorporating social equity and 
affordable housing elements in transportation planning and economic development; 
diversifying housing alternatives for older adults and other vulnerable populations; and 
engaging community members to advance planning for shared growth (APA, n.d.) 
Taking a regional perspective is a shared focus of both the researchers from the 
Urban Institute of the What Works Collaborative and the Prosperity Playbook Initiative. 
However, other research shows no relationship between regional prosperity and 
prosperity at the neighborhood level. Regional programs may only benefit neighborhoods 
if direct support is provided from regional programs, but many poor inner-city 
neighborhoods are economically disconnected from the greater metropolitan area (Blair 
and Carrol, 2007). In addition to the key areas identified by the sources above, standards 
of livability are also important. The AARP Livability index identifies elements (listed 
below) to be considered when determining prosperity (AARP, 2017). 
Housing 
a) Housing Accessibility  
b) Housing Options 
c) Housing Affordability 
Neighborhood 
a) Proximity to Destinations 
b) Mixed-use Neighborhoods 
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c) Compact Neighborhoods 
d) Personal Safety 
e) Neighborhood Quality 
Transportation 
a) Convenient Transportation Options 
b) Transportation Costs 
c) Safe Streets 
d) Accessible System Design 
Environment 
a) Water Quality 
b) Air Quality 
c) Resilience 
d) Energy Efficiency  
Health 
a) Healthy Behaviors 
b) Access to Healthcare 
c) Quality of Healthcare 
Engagement 
a) Internet Access 
b) Civic Engagement 
c) Social Engagement 




a) Equal Opportunity 
b) Economic Opportunity 
c) Education 
d) Multi-generational communities 
e) Local Fiscal Health 
Historic Impact of Urban Planning on Black Communities in the United States  
Zoning, municipal policy, and development have historically allowed for the 
disadvantage, segregation, and even demolishment of black communities in the United 
States. There have been several examples of Federal, State, and local government and 
political structures vying for black neighborhoods not to succeed and even veiling mal 
intentions behind planning policies which seemed positive on the surface but which were 
severely negative when examined with greater scrutiny. One notable example of failed 
planning in a black community is the St. John neighborhood in Flint, Michigan. Andrew 
R. Highsmith refers to the Flint metropolitan area as “one of the most racially segregated 
and economically polarized regions in the United States” (Highsmith pg. 349, 2009). The 
majority of homes and buildings in the Flint area were considered to be in disrepair and 
many of them were beyond the point of rehabilitation. In the 1940’s, St. John was 60% 
white, but by 1960 St. John was more than 95% black and was deemed the black capital 
of Flint despite growing poverty and segregation (Highsmith, 2009). Although St. John 
had economic diversity, it also had a plethora of problems including crime, 
overcrowding, pollution, and the highest rat population in Flint (Highsmith, 2009). The 
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conditions in St. John were common for black neighborhoods in the United States which 
were typically slums characterized by poverty, overcrowding, rat infestation, infectious 
diseases, and high mortality rates (Pattillo, 2005). The Buick factory near the St. John 
neighborhood constantly released smoke which damaged the exterior of surrounding 
homes and buildings, but black property owners had often elected to invest in structural 
repairs instead of curb appeal (Highsmith, 2009). When the city sent in appraisers to 
assess homes in St. John, they ignored their role in creating the zoning which allowed the 
factory to operate causing the dilapidation of buildings in the area, by placing the entirety 
of the blame on the residents. An urban renewal project was invoked to demolish and 
replace the community. Over 3,000 St. John residents were displaced and could not afford 
to purchase property in the new community which followed (Highsmith, 2009).  
Gentrification is the displacement of long-term residents from a previously 
dilapidated community due to the value of the community increasing to a point that low-
income residents can no longer afford to reside there. Gentrification presents economic, 
housing, and health concerns (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013). 
Gentrification is caused by making physical improvements which prompt job growth and 
a larger tax base. The problem is that the people who benefit from gentrification are those 
who are already more affluent (Eley, 2017). 
One effort to provide affordable housing has been the development of public 
housing. Unfortunately, public housing has failed for many urban communities (Barclay-
McLaughlin, 2000). Public housing developments encourage segregation by densely 
concentrating poverty and racial minorities in specified areas. Programs such as Section 8 
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(a program to provide financial housing support to low-income families by offering rent 
subsidies) have been helpful but still have flaws. Section 8 voucher holders can relocate 
to safer communities while staying within their budget, but often those communities lack 
the communal support of their previous communities (Barclay McLaughlin, 2000). 
Living in a safe environment is important, but feeling welcome and having the support of 
one’s community also has value. In some cases, voucher holders find themselves going 
back to their previous communities in search of social support. Furthermore, it can 
sometimes be difficult to find a landlord who is willing to accept a section 8 voucher or 
to find options in more affluent neighborhoods. In many cases, landlords refuse to offer 
section 8 housing in suburban and low-poverty neighborhoods (Turner et. al., 1999).  
These habits have been able to persist due to zoning practices, such as zoning 
against rental property development, which can have a discriminatory outcome. Planning 
policy and regulation have been majors drivers in fostering segregation of poor and 
minority communities (Talen, 2005). Planners and local elected officials have also used 
zoning as a negative tool to locate polluting businesses in low-income and minority 
communities (Whittemore, 2017). Another planning shortcoming for the black 
community is the inequitable distribution of investment benefits. There is overinvestment 
in suburban communities and underinvestment in urban communities. The development 
of sports arenas, offices, and concert centers provides tax-breaks to large developers 
while offering few employment opportunities or long-term benefits for low-income 
residents (Grigsby III, 1994).  
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Low-Income Black Communities 
 It is clear that income discrepancies exist between black Americans and 
Americans at large, based on the census findings introduced at the beginning of this 
research.  According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 34% of nonmetro African 
Americans and 25% of metro African Americans lived in poverty in 2015 (USDA, n.d.). 
Poor black people also tend to live near one another. In the Washington D.C. metropolitan 
area, most poor people do not live in high poverty areas, but the same is not true for 
African Americans. Due to the fact that poor black people are more concentrated than 
poor whites, the poorest neighborhoods in Washington D.C. are also predominantly black 
(Austin Turner and Hayes, 1997). The concentration of African American poverty is not 
only evident in Washington D.C. There are nine states in the United States where more 
than one in four African Americans live in high poverty (over 40%) areas. Those nine 
states, in order from highest concentration to lowest, are Michigan, Wisconsin, Ohio, 
Kentucky, Tennessee, Mississippi, Indiana, Illinois, and Pennsylvania (Jargowsky, 2013). 
The concentration of poverty in neighborhoods in the United States is a result of current 
and previous policy decisions (Quick, 2016).  
However, despite that fact that African Americans are concentrated in high-
poverty areas, the majority of African Americans in the United States do not live in high 
poverty areas. The poverty rate for African Americans also decreased from 26.2% in 2014 
to 24.1% in 2015 (United States Census Bureau, 2016-a). The problem is that blacks are 
disproportionately located in high poverty areas when compared to whites. In the United 
States, 8.3% of black people live in high-poverty areas compared to 1% of whites 
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(Jargowsky, 2016). Unfortunately, high poverty areas do not offer many nearby 
opportunities for employment, conveniently located services like grocery stores, or ample 
public transportation. Transportation can be a major barrier to securing employment and 
living a low-stress life. Spending hours a day getting to work, taking children to school, 
or traveling long distances to run errands can be a major source of stress which will 
diminish social capital and mental health (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2014).  
Middle-Class Black Communities 
Middle-class black communities have not been studied to the extent of low-income 
black communities in the United States. This is in part because low-income and middle-
class blacks typically reside in close proximity to one another. In post-WWII America, the 
increasing demand for housing required that the boundaries of black middle-class areas be 
imminently permeable to poor blacks because the racial lines that encircled the black 
community were unmistakably not so pervious (Pattillo, 2005). Despite the lesser research 
on middle-class black communities, some findings have been made on the topic. Middle-
class black families typically have less financial flexibility and wealth accumulation than 
their white counterparts (Darity, 2005). The majority of blacks agree that living in a 
neighborhood that is 50% black and 50% white (in a strictly biracial world) would be the 
most desirable option while being the only black person in a neighborhood would be the 
least desirable option, and yet still many professional and middle-class blacks live in 
predominantly black neighborhoods (Pattillo, 2005). Other households in the black 
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community are deprived of diversity due to “white flight” (the migration of whites from 
integrated neighborhoods to predominantly white neighborhoods). 
Education and Employment in the Black Community 
Work and education are two key ways to measure success (Carver, 1998). This 
may provide some insight as to why black communities struggle at a higher rate than 
white communities. In 2008, black men made up only 5% of the college population but 
30% of the prison population (Wilson, 2011). During the section on prosperity, I 
discussed the importance of skills training to providing a labor force that can meet the 
employment needs of the community. For much inner-city youth, public school is the 
only educational opportunity and is critical for employment. However, many young black 
men have recounted how their high schools did not, in fact, prepare them for the 
workforce (Johnson, 2000). Unfortunately, in the black community, many adults are 
unequipped to assume full-time employment. William Julius Wilson introduced the 
concept of social isolation in 1987. He asserted that the absence of high achieving 
schools and workers with steady jobs within areas concentrated with poverty led to 
limited access to job networks and behavior patterns associated with full-time work 
(Barclay-McLaughlin, 2000). In Alford A. Young Jr.’s paper “On the Outside Looking In: 
Low-Income Black Men’s Conceptions of Work Opportunity and the Good Job” Young, 
describes the notions of 25 black men in Chicago who had spent most of their adult lives 
outside of the workforce. The 25 young men had minimal exposure to employment 
prospects which led them to have a misguided view of what it takes to gain full-time 
employment. Nine of the men had not completed high school or obtained a G.E.D. and 
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none of them had any post-secondary education. They all had close friends of the same 
socioeconomic status. Much like Wilson’s assertion in 1987, Young stated that many of 
the men in his study understood less about the working world due to their confinement 
from employment (Young, 2000). Additionally, the men in this study all had a desire to 
work, but the jobs that they felt were attainable (manual labor) were the very jobs that are 
fading in urban communities (Young, 2000). The skills that each man had acquired (car 
repair, carpentry, etc.), typically without formal training, were a mismatch for the kind of 
jobs available. In the 1980’s Chicago lost about 250,000 manufacturing jobs and service-
sector employment almost doubled (Young, 2000).  
However, skills, education, and job availability are only a few of the employment 
barriers for black people. While accomplishing careers success is a struggle for most low-
income and inadequately educated people, African-Americans have the added burden of 
racial discrimination in the labor market (Reaves, 2000). According to Reaves’ 2000 
study of 18 black men, unskilled African-Americans have a hard time finding 
employment unless the employer has affirmative action policies, is black themselves, or 
is desperate for labor. Reaves’ study proclaims that discrimination and substance abuse 
are two substantial barriers to occupational success for black men and that social, 
psychological, and structural solutions all be ought to be explored (Reaves, 2000). Other 
research agrees that decreasing blue-collar jobs and a shift to service jobs which require 
specialized training present challenges to securing employment for young black males. 
However, lack of formal education, work unpreparedness, and criminal records may also 
pose challenges (Johnson, 2000). Older workers may have an easier time securing 
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employment due to their long work histories and openness to accepting lower paying jobs 
(Johnson, 2000). The unemployment rate in the United States was 5.3% in 2015 but it 
was a much higher 9.6% for African Americans (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). The 
unemployment rate for African Americans is typically double the rate of White 
Americans (Figure 2). Unemployment rates for African Americans are even higher in 
some cases when the unemployment statistics are analyzed at the state level (Figure 3). 
Additionally, African Americans have the highest unemployment rates of any race in the 




Figure 2: Black and White Unemployment Rates 1972-2017 
 
 
Figure 3: Map of Average Unemployment Rates for Blacks in 2015 
 




Figure 4: 2015 Average Unemployment Rate by Race and Hispanic/Latino Ethnicity 
 
Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Report “Labor Force Characteristics by Race and Ethnicity, 2015” 
However, there is hope. As the black educational attainment increases in the 
United States so does the black middle class. In 2015, 87% of blacks age 25 or older held 
a high school diploma or equivalent, 52.9% attended some college, 32.4% held an 
associate’s degree, and 22.5% held a bachelor’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016-b). 
This is a significant increase from 2009 when 31.6% of blacks age 25 or older had 
received a high school diploma or equivalent, 24.9% had attended some college, 11.5% 
received a bachelor’s degree, and 4.7% received a master’s degree (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2012).  In 2002, 56% of black doctoral program graduates were first-generation students 
(students whose parents have not received a degree from a higher education institution) 
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compared to 78% in 1977 (Pattillo, 2005). This is an indication that the black community 
is becoming more educated over time.  
 
Housing Conditions and Access in the Black Community 
Providing housing choice is an important component of equitable development 
(Eley, 2017). As employment continues to be a problem in the black community, the need 
for affordable housing continues.  Affordable housing in black communities tends to 
come with drawbacks. One problem is that disinvestment in the community leads to a 
large quantity of vacant homes. Vacant apartments are often illegally inhabited by 
criminals and robbers use them as a gateway to access adjacent occupied units (Barclay-
McLaughlin, 2000). Another issue is that the working poor often live in decrepit housing 
that poses health and safety risks for the families residing within them (Burton and Clark, 
2005). Also, these impoverished households often have problems securing and sustaining 
housing which leads to overcrowding, as some people split single-family residences 
across multiple families (Burton and Clark, 2005).  
Affordable housing is also typically located in low-opportunity neighborhoods.  
Unfortunately, racial stereotyping is a barrier for developing affordable housing in 
affluent communities (Tighe, 2012). Communities with job opportunities are also the 
communities with rapidly increasing home and rent prices (Acolin and Wachter, 2017). 
Despite the benefit of lower housing and rent prices in black neighborhoods, home values 
are also an average of 23% less than those in white neighborhoods (Myers, 2004). This is 
presumably due to the lower quality housing available in black neighborhoods. It is also 
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difficult for black people to secure mortgage loans due to predatory lending practices. In 
2007, the NAACP filed suit against some of the nation’s largest lenders for offering 
subprime mortgage loans to African Americans who were eligible for prime loans. 
Subprime loans are meant for people with little or poor credit history, but even with equal 
income and risk, African Americans are 34% more likely than whites to receive high-
interest and sub-prime mortgage loans (Morris, 2009). In the year 2000, one-fifth of the 
Atlanta, GA census tracks, which are comprised of at least 30% African Americans, 
received sub-prime mortgage loans and African Americans in Atlanta also make up most 
of the home foreclosures (Morris, 2009). In the same year, 41% of subprime refinancing 
in Chicago occurred in black neighborhoods, African Americans received half of all 
subprime mortgage loans in New York City, and African Americans received 36% of the 
subprime mortgage loans in Philadelphia (Morris, 2009). This is an indication that 
housing and homeownership characteristics in the black community may need special 
attention from urban and regional planners. 
 
Crime and Punishment in the Black Community 
Black communities have been habitually represented in the media as having high 
crime which only increases systemic justification of inequity in the criminal justice 
system. Donald Trump has publicly threatened to send the FBI into black communities in 
Chicago. We know that Chicago is situated in the county with the highest black 
population in the United States. We also know that police brutality and harsh prison 
sentences have done nothing but fail black communities. Jail will decrease the work time 
25 
 
of young people over the next decade by 25-30 percent when compared with arrested 
youth who were not imprisoned (NAACP, n.d). Given the attention to crime in black 
communities and its impact on employment, the police and political response to crime in 
black communities cannot be ignored when addressing community prosperity. In Alford 
A. Young’s book “The Minds of Marginalized Black Men: making sense of mobility, 
opportunity, and future life chances” Young recounts interviews with several young low-
income black men living on the near west side of Chicago. The young men discussed in 
this book shared their frustrations with a lack of employment opportunities, racism, and 
the violence the comes along with living in urban poverty. However, they also shared that 
many of them were encouraged to succeed by parents who unfortunately lacked the 
experience and resources to help their sons to do better than themselves. Additionally, the 
lack of resources and opportunity was the primary factor in turning to a life of 
gangbanging. In the book “Street Wise” Elijah Anderson described the illegal drug 
industry as an underground economy (Anderson, 1990). Unfortunately, for many 
uneducated young black men, this underground economy is the only way that they know 
to survive.  
Inequitable prison sentences for drug-related crimes are prevalent for black men. 
The police officers who are meant to protect and serve will sometimes act based on 
personal opinions regarding the neighborhood of crimes and the people who live in them, 
which most commonly affects black men (Anderson, 1990). Police relations are a major 
problem in black communities. Many residents in low-income black communities have a 
general distrust of police and the criminal justice system. The average black man on the 
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streets at night is more skeptical of the police than others (Anderson, 1990). One can 
understand why these men would be skeptical considering that black youth were five 
times as likely to be incarcerated than white youth in 2015 (The Sentencing Project, 
2017-a). Blacks also use marijuana at a rate of 1.3 times the rate of whites but are 
arrested for marijuana possession at 3.7 times the rate of whites (The Sentencing Project, 
2017-b). Black people make up almost half of the U.S. prison population and are 
incarcerated at about six times the rate of white people (NAACP, n.d.). 
African Americans also receive harsher prison sentences. In California, the three 
strikes law (a law stating that if an offender has previously committed a violent or serious 
offense that the offender can receive twice the normal sentence on their second offense 
and will automatically receive 25 years to life in prison on their third offense) has 
inequitably impacted African Americans and Latinos. Also, more than two-thirds of the 
prisoners incarcerated in accordance with the three strikes law were imprisoned for 
nonviolent crimes and the counties that use this law have no declines in crime rates 
(Alameda County Public Health Department, 2017). California is not the only state 
handing out harsh prison sentences to minorities. The American Civil Liberties Union has 
reported on a plethora of extreme prison sentences including a 45-year prison sentence in 
Texas for snatching a purse, a 60-year prison sentence in Mississippi for selling $40 
worth of cocaine, and a 70-year prison sentence in Texas for stealing a sandwich from a 
Whole Foods (Myers, 2012). Imprisonment has negative impacts on both families and 
communities (Pattillo et. al., 2004). Planners cannot ignore the influences of incarceration 
on the black community. Unfortunately, the criminal justice system has used incarceration 
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as mechanism to fix low-income black communities when that ought to be the role of 
urban revitalization projects and policies (Jefferson, 2017). 
Research Design 
Thirty neighborhoods were selected with representation in each of the four census 
regions: West, Midwest, Northeast, and South (Figure 5). The purpose of this selection 
design is to get a distribution of data across the United States and reduce the likelihood of 
selecting only similar communities for the study. From the West region, communities 
were identified within Los Angeles County, CA (Los Angeles). From the Midwest region, 
communities were identified within Cook County, IL (Chicago), Douglas County, NE 
(Omaha), Saint Joseph County, IN (South Bend), Genesee County, MI (Flint), and St. 
Louis, MO. From the Northwest region, communities were identified within Bronx 
County, Kings County, New York County, and Richmond County, NY (New York City) 
as well as Philadelphia County, PA (Philadelphia). Within the South region, communities 
were identified within Mecklenburg County, NC (Charlotte), Orleans Parish, LA (New 
Orleans), Fulton County, GA (Atlanta) and Washington, District of Columbia. The census 
tracts within each county with a minimum 51% black population were extracted. Census 
tracts were then selected based on the median income, educational attainment, and 
poverty status criteria to identify struggling and prosperous communities outlined earlier 
in this paper. If adjacent census tracts did not both meet all three of the criteria for either 
prosperous or struggling a single census tract was selected. To determine whether or not 
the median income in selected communities was ~75% of the county median income 
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(prosperous), the median income for all considered counties were pulled from the census 
and compiled in Table 1.  
Figure 5: Map of United States Census Regions and Divisions 
 
Table 1: 2015 Median Income for the Overall Counties of Selected Communities 
Area of Interest Median Income in 2015 
Inflation-adjusted Dollars 
75% Benchmark for 
Prosperity 
Cook County $55,251 $41,438 
Los Angeles County $56,196 $42,147 
Douglas County $54,659 $40,994 
Genesee County $42,327 $31,745 
City of St. Louis $35,599 $26,699 
Saint Joseph County $45,471 $34,103 
Bronx County $34,299 $25,724 
Kings County $48,201 $36,155 
New York County $72,871 $54,653 
Richmond County $73,197 $54,897 
Philadelphia County $38,253 $28,689 
Fulton County $57,207 $42,905 
Orleans County $36,792 $27,594 
District of Columbia $70,848 $53,136 
Mecklenburg County $56,854 $42,641 




Prosperous Black Communities  




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





210.01 56% 12% $59,375 60% 
210.02 54% 15% $49,946 62% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 























% of the 
Population Age 25 





63.01 55% 10.3% $40,550 62% 
63.02 50% 14.3% $40,960 58% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 





















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 
or Over with Some 
College/Associate’
s Degree or 
Bachelor’s Degree 
103.03 98% 7% $56,934 81% 
103.04 93% 3% $87,480 81% 



























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





17.47 75% 4% $80,000 84% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 





















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





200 55% 14% $58,409 67% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 
25 or Over with 
Some 
College/Associat




19.02 73% 10% $87,585 77% 
21.02 73% 16% $64,167 68% 



























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





7004.01 60% 7% $69,901 67% 
7004.02 71% 16% $86,287 67% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 





















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





7005.01 87% 4% $70,650 66% 
7005.02 89% 4% $95,395 76% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 





















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





5408 60% 9% $61,272 62% 
5409.02 67% 19% $47,368 55% 



























% of the 
Population Age 25 





254 81% 14% $44,206 63% 
255 63% 7% $57,165 65% 

























% of the 
Population Age 25 





272 82% 13% $53,596 55% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





56.17 56% 18% $58,011 65% 
56.20 51% 16% $54,652 80% 


























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





61.04 52% 16% $58,884 59% 
61.08 62% 9% $61,383 72% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





249 77% 15% $39,612 51% 
269 80% 13% $40,000 53% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 
Table 16: City of St. Louis Prosperous Community Selection 


















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





1231 70% 19% $52,799 63% 







Struggling Black Communities 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





147.01 51% 65.8 $13,582 45% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 























% of the 
Population Age 25 





7 83% 50% $16,250 40% 
8 67% 61% $19,432 35% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





66.01 81% 35% $26,204 40% 
66.02 97% 60% $16,250 26% 



























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





17 90% 41% $20,522 32% 
18 75% 63% $13,972 49% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





48 100% 87% $8,738 23% 
49 65% 68% $11,183 27% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 





















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





186 52% 38% $26,181 37% 


























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





74.04 98% 41% $28,170 33% 
74.03 98% 32% $31,548 37% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





319.01 65% 44% $25,605 41% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 and 2010-2014 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, 
C15002B, & B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





6809 97% 50% $13,733 47% 
6810 96% 50% $14,474 39% 


























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





2373 63% 29% $32,321 49% 























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





204 95% 30% $23,571 30% 
205 83% 28% $19,023 30% 























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 
25 or Over with 
Some 
College/Associate
s’ Degree or 
Bachelor’s 
Degree or Higher 
39.02 84% 38% $20,466 41% 
39.03 79% 75% $13,576 30% 


























the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





303 84% 51% $24,013 29% 
307 79% 33% $25,676 43% 




Table 30: City of St. Louis Struggling Community Selection 



















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





1061 97% 40% $17,273 39% 
1062 99% 65% $11,295 25% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates B117001B, B19013B, C15002B, & 
B02001 
 




















the Last 12 
months 
% of the 
Population Age 25 





21 68% 65% $16,165 31% 
23 55% 25% $22,782 29% 





Once communities were selected, each community was analyzed based on several 
characteristics including: 
1. Mobility Measured By 
a. Owner/Renter Status 
b. Geographic Mobility Within the Past Year 
c. Means of Transportation to Work 
2. Opportunity Measured By 
a. Labor Force Unemployment 
b. Supplementary Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) Enrollment 
c. School Enrollment 
3. Environmental Racism Measured By 
a. Proximity to Chemical Plants 
b. Percent Black or African American Alone 
c. Health Insurance Coverage 
4. Housing and Household Information Measured By 
a. Overcrowding/Occupants Per Room 
b. Number of Single-Parent Households 










Percent of Black 
Population Living 
in the Same House 
One Year Ago 
Dominant Means 
of Transportation 
to Work for Black 
Population 
Bronx County, NY 
210.01 & 210.02 
23% 
94% 91% Public 
Transportation 
Douglas County, 
NE 63.01 & 63.02 
60% 83% 86% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Fulton County, GA 
103.03 & 103.04 
73% 89% 81% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Orleans County, LA 
17.47 
95% 96% 83% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
New York County, 
NY 200 
25% 98% 62% Public 
Transportation 
Washington D.C. 
19.02 & 21.02 
72% 92% 65% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Cook County, IL 
7004.01 & 7004.02 
87% 95% 75% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Cook County, IL 
7005.01 & 7005.02 
85% 91% 65% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 5408 & 
5409.02 
69% 92% 77% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 254 & 
255 
66% 91% 54% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 272 
58% 82% 63% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 56.17 
& 56.20 
71% 85% 85% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 61.04 
& 61.08 
73% 92% 85% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Kings County, NY 
249 & 269 
24% 88% 66% Public 
Transportation 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1231 
44% 86% 78% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Mean 62% 90% ** 








Percent of Black 
Population Living 
in the Same House 
One Year Ago 
Dominant Means 
of Transportation 
to Work for Black 
Population 
Bronx County, NY 
147.01 
1% 
91% 76% Public 
Transportation 
Douglas County, 
NE 7 & 8 
45% 87% 73% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Fulton County, GA 
66.01 & 66.02 
34% 84% 61% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Orleans County, LA 
48 & 49 
7% 84% 32% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
New York County, 
NY 186 
1% 94% 81% Public 
Transportation 
Washington D.C. 
74.03 & 74.04 
15% 88% 54% Public 
Transportation 
Cook County, IL 
6809 & 6810 
21% 78% 49% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 2373 
49% 95% 65% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 204 & 
205 
48% 91% 46% Public 
Transportation 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 39.02 
& 39.03 
17% 81% 69% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Kings County, NY 
303 & 307 
14% 92% 72% Public 
Transportation 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1061 & 1062 
35% 92% 50% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Genesee County, 
MI 17 & 18 




8% 94% 49% Public 
Transportation 
St. Joseph County, 
IN 21 & 23 
57% 75% 74% Car, Van, or 
Truck- Alone 
Mean 25% 88% ** 





Table 34: Opportunity Characteristics for Prosperous Communities 
Neighborhood Percent of Black 
Unemployed 
Labor Force Age 
16 or Over 
Percent of Black 
Population 
Enrolled in 
School-Age 3 or 
Over 
Percent of Black 
Households on 
SNAP Assistance 
Bronx County, NY 
210.01 & 210.02 
12% 23% 15% 
Douglas County, 
NE 63.01 & 63.02 
13% 28% 20% 
Fulton County, GA 
103.03 & 103.04 
10% 32% 11% 
Orleans County, LA 
17.47 
9% 26% 5% 
New York County, 
NY 200 
1% 22% 13% 
Washington D.C. 
19.02 & 21.02 
11% 21% 13% 
Cook County, IL 
7004.01 & 7004.02 
16% 31% 19% 
Cook County, IL 
7005.01 & 7005.02 
16% 28% 16% 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 5408 & 
5409.02 
16% 28% 14% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 254 & 
255 
10% 17% 18% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 272 
17% 30% 19% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 56.17 
& 56.20 
7% 36% 16% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 61.04 
& 61.08 
14% 34% 16% 
Kings County, NY 
249 & 269 
15% 23% 20% 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1231 
11% 37% 26% 
Mean 12% 28% 16% 





Table 35: Opportunity Characteristics for Struggling Communities 
Neighborhood Percent of Black 
Unemployed 
Labor Force Age 
16 or Over 
Percent of Black 
Population 
Enrolled in 
School-Age 3 or 
Over 
Percent of Black 
Households on 
SNAP Assistance 
Bronx County, NY 
147.01 
35% 33% 68% 
Douglas County, 
NE 7 & 8 
23% 34% 50% 
Fulton County, GA 
66.01 & 66.02 
28% 32% 47% 
Orleans County, LA 
48 & 49 
33% 31% 56% 
New York County, 
NY 186 
7% 26% 30% 
Washington D.C. 
74.03 & 74.04 
25% 41% 51% 
Cook County, IL 
6809 & 6810 
32% 28% 52% 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 2373 
12% 30% 16% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 204 & 
205 
24% 28% 42% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 39.02 
& 39.03 
27% 35% 63% 
Kings County, NY 
303 & 307 
17% 34% 48% 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1061 & 1062 
35% 27% 54% 
Genesee County, 
MI 17 & 18 
35% 36% 59% 
Richmond County, 
NY 319.01 
11% 37% 71% 
St. Joseph County, 
IN 21 & 23 
26% 26% 26% 
Mean 25% 32% 49% 




Table 36: Environmental Racism Characteristics for Prosperous Communities 
Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 










Bronx County, NY 
210.01 & 210.02 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (14mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (18mi) 




Douglas County, NE 




Industries (10 mi) 
53% 87% 
Fulton County, GA 
103.03 & 103.04 
None within 25 
miles 
96% 88% 















New York County, 
NY 200 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (9mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (13mi) 





19.02 & 21.02 
None within 25 
miles 
73% 93% 
Cook County, IL 







Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 










(5mi) Pelron (6mi) 
Airgas Specialty 
Products Inc. (7mi) 
PVS Chemical 
Solutions (9mi) 
Cook County, IL 




(5mi) Pelron (6mi) 
Airgas Specialty 




Los Angeles County, 
CA 5408 & 5409.02 



































Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 













NC 56.17 & 56.20 
JCI Jones Chemical 
Inc. (11mi) Clariant 




NC 61.04 & 61.08 
JCI Jones Chemical 
Inc. (3mi) Clariant 
Mt Holly Plant 
(6mi) 
57% 93% 
Kings County, NY 
249 & 269 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (8mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (8mi) 

















Mean ** 69% 90% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates C27001B, Greenpeace USA High-Risk 




Table 37: Environmental Racism Characteristics for Struggling Communities 
Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 










Bronx County, NY 
147.01 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (12mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (16mi) 




Douglas County, NE 




Industries (10 mi) 
75% 91% 
Fulton County, GA 
66.01 & 66.02 
KIK (Georgia) LLC 89% 79% 
Orleans County, LA 













New York County, 
NY 186 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (9mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (13mi) 





74.03 & 74.04 
None within 25 
miles 
98% 92% 









Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 











Products Inc. (8mi) 
PVS Chemical 
Solutions (8mi) 


























NC 39.02 & 39.03 
JCI Jones Chemical 
Inc. (3mi) Clariant 
Mt Holly Plant 
(7mi) Bowater Inc. 
(25mi) 
82% 80% 
Kings County, NY 
303 & 307 
Kuehne Chemical 
Co. Inc. (10mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (10mi) 




City of St. Louis, MO 








Neighborhood Proximity to 
Chemical Plants as 













Fluorides LLC (9mi) 
Vertex Chemical 
Corp. (10mi) 
Genesee County, MI 
17 & 18 






Co. Inc. (8mi) 
Bayonne Plant 
Holding LLC (3mi) 
Infineum USA LP 
Bayway Chemical 
Plant (2mi) Hercules 




St. Joseph County, IN 




Mean ** 80% 79% 
Source: United States Census American Community Survey 2011-2015 Five-Year Estimates C27001B, Greenpeace USA High-Risk 




Table 38: Housing and Household Characteristics for Prosperous Communities 







Structures Built in 
1970 or Later 
Bronx County, NY 
210.01 & 210.02 
4% 52% 5% 
Douglas County, 
NE 63.01 & 63.02 
2% 49% 40% 
Fulton County, GA 
103.03 & 103.04 
0% 38% 89% 
Orleans County, LA 
17.47 
0% 23% 97% 
New York County, 
NY 200 
9% 42% 13% 
Washington D.C. 
19.02 & 21.02 
1% 60% 4% 
Cook County, IL 
7004.01 & 7004.02 
1% 40% 18% 
Cook County, IL 
7005.01 & 7005.02 
2% 40% 22% 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 5408 & 
5409.02 
5% 55% 17% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 254 & 
255 
0% 29% 4% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 272 
3% 51% 13% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 56.17 
& 56.20 
1% 32% 92% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 61.04 
& 61.08 
2% 35% 85% 
Kings County, NY 
249 & 269 
7% 62% 10% 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1231 
0% 46% 25% 
Mean 2% 44% 36% 





Table 39: Housing and Household Characteristics for Struggling Communities 







Structures Built in 
1970 or Later 
Bronx County, NY 
147.01 
16% 91% 11% 
Douglas County, 
NE 7 & 8 
0% 91% 12% 
Fulton County, GA 
66.01 & 66.02 
8% 79% 21% 
Orleans County, LA 
48 & 49 
6% 79% 12% 
New York County, 
NY 186 
13% 90% 20% 
Washington D.C. 
74.03 & 74.04 
7% 92% 43% 
Cook County, IL 
6809 & 6810 
1% 85% 34% 
Los Angeles 
County, CA 2373 
7% 91% 9% 
Philadelphia 
County, PA 204 & 
205 
0% 86% 19% 
Mecklenburg 
County, NC 39.02 
& 39.03 
7% 80% 47% 
Kings County, NY 
303 & 307 
9% 90% 30% 
City of St. Louis, 
MO 1061 & 1062 
2% 80% 22% 
Genesee County, 
MI 17 & 18 
3% 88% 20% 
Richmond County, 
NY 319.01 
4% 91% 29% 
St. Joseph County, 
IN 21 & 23 
0% 75% 21% 
Mean 6% 86% 23% 











Bronx County, NY 
210.01 & 210.02 




NE 63.01 & 63.02 
68% Douglas County, 
NE 7 & 8 
58% 
Fulton County, GA 
103.03 & 103.04 
79% Fulton County, GA 
66.01 & 66.02 
55% 
Orleans County, LA 
17.47 
86% Orleans County, LA 
48 & 49 
49% 
New York County, 
NY 200 




19.02 & 21.02 
66% Washington D.C. 
74.03 & 74.04 
57% 
Cook County, IL 
7004.01 & 7004.02 
72% Cook County, IL 
6809 & 6810 
54% 
Cook County, IL 
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The t-test of the mean of the percentage values for all the communities of owner-
occupied units, employed labor force age 16 or over, households not on SNAP assistance 
in the past 12 months, population age 3 or older enrolled in school, uncrowded 
households, individuals with health insurance, and number of multi-parent households are 
significant between struggling and prosperous communities. The percentage people living 
in the same house on year ago and structures built in 1970 or later are not statistically 
different between struggling and prosperous communities. This means that there are no 
statistical differences between the cumulative means in struggling and prosperous 
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communities regarding the year of structures built and the amount of people living in the 
same house one year prior, but all other results of this research are statistically different 
among struggling and prosperous communities.  
Discussion and Conclusion 
Overall Scores 
Community scores (table 40) were calculated using only positive indicators. Some 
numbers were flipped from the way that they are presented in above tables (i.e. instead of 
calculating a community score using the average unemployed, the average employed was 
used) so that a higher score is the desirable outcome. Community scores for communities 
identified as being prosperous were generally higher (ranging from 61-80%) than scores 
for communities identified as struggling (which ranged from 47-65%). Also, in the case of 
prosperous and struggling communities selected from within the same county, prosperous 
communities scored 9-37% higher than struggling communities except for Los Angeles 
County, CA and Kings County, NY. In Los Angeles County, CA and Kings County, NY 
prosperous and struggling communities scored within 2% of one another.  
Mobility 
Mobility characteristics were similar in struggling and prosperous communities on 
all factors but home ownership (tables 32 & 33). The dominant mode of transportation in 
most of the prosperous and struggling communities is non-carpool automobile, but a 
greater proportion of struggling than prosperous communities rely primarily on public 
transportation. Of the 15 prosperous communities, public transportation was the dominant 
mode of transportation to work in only 3 communities compared to 6 out of 15 struggling 
communities. This is an indication that struggling communities are more dependent on 
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public transportation which is an important acknowledgement as it pertains to accessing 
employment and community services. Automobiles make it simpler to access jobs but they 
are also more costly to obtain and maintain than using public transportation.  
Both prosperous and struggling communities were mostly stable in 2015, living in 
the same house one year prior. The struggling communities in Cook County, IL and St. 
Joseph County, IN had the highest mobilities in 2015 with 22% and 25% of the community 
having moved from 2014-2015 and even these percentages reflect that most of the 
communities were stable. Most literature agrees that being highly mobile is undesirable. 
St. Joseph County, IN had the highest percentage (57%) of owner-occupied units 
among the struggling communities but was also the most mobile. There is also no 
indication that renters are more mobile than owners based on the selected communities. In 
the struggling communities, neighborhoods with owner-occupied units making up less than 
10% of black households, over 90% of the black community lived in the same home one 
year prior. This shows that renters are not constantly moving. Prosperous communities do 
have substantially higher percentages of owner-occupied units than struggling 
communities. Struggling communities ranged from 1-57% owner-occupied units with only 
one of the 15 communities having more than half owner-occupied units. Communities 
identified as being prosperous ranged from 23-95% owner-occupied units indicating 
greater wealth attainment in prosperous communities. It should also be noted that there was 
a wide distribution of mean homeownership levels from community to community. The 
average home ownership was lowest in Kings County, New York County, and Bronx 
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County which are all located in New York City where there is a very expensive real estate 
market.  
Opportunity 
 Generally, communities identified as prosperous have more opportunity than 
communities identified as struggling (tables 34 and 35). In 2015, struggling communities 
had an average of almost half the households receiving SNAP assistance in the past 12 
months compared to 16% in prosperous communities. In 2015, most of the labor force age 
16 or over in prosperous communities were employed in the past 12 months. In struggling 
communities, the average of the labor force age 16 or over that was unemployed in the past 
12 months was more than double that of prosperous communities. The average school 
enrollment in prosperous and struggling communities was very similar however, average 
school enrollment for the population age 3 or over in struggling communities was 4% 
higher than that of prosperous communities.  
Environmental Justice 
 Both struggling and prosperous communities were commonly in close proximity to 
a chemical waste plant (tables 36 and 37). Only four of the selected communities (two 
struggling and two prosperous) did not have a chemical waste plant within 25 miles. This 
is an indication that environmental racism impacts both struggling and prosperous black 
communities which is a major public health concern. In both struggling and prosperous 
communities the majority of the black population had health insurance coverage, however, 
the average health insurance coverage in struggling communities was 79% compared to 
90% in prosperous communities. Struggling communities are also more black than 
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prosperous communities with an average black population of 80% compared to 69% in 
prosperous communities.  
Housing and Household Information 
 Homes in struggling communities are generally older than homes in prosperous 
communities (tables 38 and 39). In struggling communities, only 23% of the houses are 
less than 50 years old compared to 36% in prosperous communities. This could be an 
indication of lesser housing quality in struggling communities, but the census data does not 
indicate whether or not homes have been renovated or how well they have been maintained. 
For the purposes of this research, overcrowded households were those with more than one 
person per room, which is the widely used standard for overcrowding. Both prosperous and 
struggling communities have very low (less than 10%) overcrowding but the average 
overcrowding in struggling communities is three times that of prosperous communities. 
The minimal overcrowding could be due to black families not commonly having a lot of 
children. Although, struggling communities also have almost double the number of single-
parent households as prosperous communities. 
Summary 
Prosperous and struggling black communities have many similarities and 
differences. Similarities include average school enrollment, proximity to chemical plants, 
dominant modes of transportation to work, and the tendency to have been living in the 
same residence one year ago. Differences include average employment, average 
homeownership, average SNAP assistance enrollment, average health insurance 
coverage, average number of single-parent households, average amount of overcrowded 
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households, average amount of black people living in the community, and average 
number of newer structures in the community.  
Prosperous and struggling community characteristics were also analyzed by 
county (appendix 1), to evaluate whether disparities exist within the same geographic 
areas. The results found stark differences for many characteristics between prosperous 
and struggling communities within the same county. Home ownership is higher in 
prosperous communities than in struggling communities from the same county; 
unemployment is lower in prosperous communities than in struggling communities from 
the same county (except for Los Angeles County); enrollment in SNAP assistance is 
lower in prosperous communities than in struggling communities from the same county; 
and the number of single-parent households in prosperous communities is lower than in 
struggling communities from the same county. Health insurance coverage and school 
enrollment are similar in prosperous and struggling communities from the same county. 
In some cases, struggling communities had higher health insurance coverage and school 
enrollment than prosperous communities from the same county and in other cases, it was 
the reverse, but in both cases, the averages were generally quite close. When the age of 
structures for prosperous and struggling communities were analyzed within the same 
county, there was no trend of either prosperous or struggling communities having newer 
structures. In six out of the twelve counties with both struggling and prosperous black 
communities, struggling communities had newer homes. There was also a wide 
distribution between communities. In St. Louis, MO the prosperous community had only 
3% more structures built since 1970 than the struggling community. However, in Fulton 
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County, GA the prosperous community had an astounding 85% more structures built 
since 1970 than the struggling community. 
Suggestions 
 According to the census data characteristics explored in this study, planners ought 
to focus planning efforts in struggling black communities on improving 
employment rates, building wealth, increasing income, investing in the built 
environment, reducing environmental injustice concerns, and improving access to 
family resources.  
 Planners must recognize the importance of public transportation as a means for 
low-income communities to access jobs and services. Public transportation ought 
to be prioritized in transportation planning. Public transit provides jobs within the 
industry and transports people to work in other industries. “How a region’s 
transportation system is structured and …priced affects people’s access to work to 
public services, and to a whole range of activities” (Levy, 2016. P116).   
o The Economic Policy Institute estimates that large public transit 
investments could translate into black employment for 14% of the work 
created from operation and maintenance (Austin, 2012).  
o An example of a transportation project that could benefit the black 
community is utilizing off-hours school buses to transport recovering 
black men to partnering employers.  
 Increase investment and economic development initiatives in struggling 
communities to provide jobs near the labor supply in said communities.  
60 
 
o One method to provide jobs in struggling black communities could be to 
provide wage subsidies for private-sector employers employing residents 
from specified communities and providing additional wage subsidies to 
employers located within specified communities (Austin, 2011).  
 Support quality affordable housing developments for both buyers and renters in 
struggling communities. 
o An example of investment in the black community can be seen by a non-
profit community development agency in Omaha, Nebraska called 75 
North, a predominantly black community in Omaha. 75 North’s 3 
leadership positions are all filled by black people, half of the board of 
directors are black, and they have attracted both public and private 
investment including a mixed income housing development.  
 Provide housing programs to increase or renovate the current housing stock in 
struggling communities.  
o Charis Community Housing in Atlanta, GA purchases and renovates 
housing in target communities and sells them at market value in addition 
to providing income-based rental housing in those same communities.  
 Revitalize communities in place in order to avoid the negative effects of 
gentrification. In other words, urban planners ought to take a “place-based 
approach to equitable development” (Eley, 2017 p.3). Based on the overwhelming 
literature regarding black neighborhoods, even if black people try to move toward 
integrated communities, the tendency of white residents will continue to be to 
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move if and when that occurs, leaving still predominantly black communities 
behind. On the other hand, when governments attempt to replace dilapidated 
homes with nicer and newer homes, the residents who were there before often get 
displaced. This is partially why planners need to plan in such a way that black 
communities can prosper- building on the resources and networks within them.  
o A great example of place-based revitalization is evidenced by the Wendell 
Phillips neighborhood in Kansas City. The Urban Neighborhood Initiative 
in Kansas City has revitalized the Wendell Phillips neighborhood by 
providing quality housing to current neighborhood residents, launching a 
pilot program to provide access to computers, bringing vacant land back 
into productivity, improving schools, and many other projects (Urban 
Neighborhood Initiative, 2017). 
 Utilize inclusionary zoning methods in order to distribute affordable housing and 
avoid concentrations of poverty.  
o A great example of this is the 270 affordable housing units developed in 
Burlington, VT as a part of 56 projects since 1990. For all new market-rate 
developments, 15-25% of the units must be set aside for affordable 
housing, and are price controlled for 99 years (City of Burlington, 2017).  
 Zone for the equitable distribution of hazardous waste sites, so that they are not 
concentrated in low-income and minority areas, and plan for an equitable 
distribution of green space. An important consideration of equitable development 
is planning for environmental justice (Eley, 2017).  
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 Although banking is not directly influenced by planning, planners can organize 
communities to support the Bank Black movement, a movement to encourage 
investment in black-owned banks. There are 23 black-owned banks in the United 
States. Black-owned banks have been known not to partake in the predatory 
lending practices of the larger national banks and may provide an avenue to 
increase equitable mortgage lending, decrease foreclosures, and increase wealth in 
the black community. 
 Although mass incarnation is not directly influenced by planning, planners can 
hold public forums to consider national alternatives to incarceration, like 
California’s Substance Abuse and Crime Prevention Act of 2000 which sentences 
nonviolent drug offenders to probation with drug treatment (NAACP, 2009). 
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research  
This research was conducted within the time constraints of an academic year and 
using only secondary data. It is likely that community residents would have additional 
insights as to their community assets and areas of improvement. Future research could 
benefit from conducting a community survey of residents in prosperous and struggling 
communities. Additionally, there were limitations on the types of secondary data 
available at the census tract level. Future research would benefit from analyzing data on 
local school quality, detailed housing quality, social capital, and crime data. This research 
defined neighborhood using census tract boundaries, but these are neighborhoods only in 
the geographic sense of the word and actual community residents may propose different 
neighborhood boundaries. Future research would benefit from basing analyses on 
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neighborhood boundaries proposed by the people living in them. Lastly, this research had 
a small sample size of thirty communities and future research could benefit from 
obtaining a greater number of samples. 
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Appendix 1: Community Comparisons by County (P=Prosperous and S=Struggling) 
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